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On Nov. 1, President Carlos Salinas de Gortari presented his sixth and final state-of-the-union
address to the Mexican congress, drawing both praise and criticism. Salinas used the address to
detail the economic and political achievements reached during his six-year term in office, including
a significant reduction in the country's inflation rate, the creation of a budget surplus, renegotiation
of the country's massive debt, and the opening of Mexico's economy through the negotiation
of several hemispheric free trade accords, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) and others. In his speech, the president who took office in December 1988 also mentioned
other achievements, such as privatization of hundreds of government enterprises, and the creation
of the public works-oriented National Solidarity Program (Programa Nacional de Solidaridad,
Pronasol).
On the political side, Salinas took credit for pushing through a series of political reforms, which
he claimed resulted in one of the "cleanest" elections in Mexican history on Aug. 21, 1994. He
emphasized that 35 million Mexicans, or almost 78% of the registered voters, participated in the
election. Salinas also spoke at length about the violence that has rocked Mexico this year, including
the Jan. 1 rebellion of the Zapatista National Liberation Army (Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion
Nacional, EZLN) in Chiapas, and the killings of Luis Donaldo Colosio, presidential candidate for
the ruling Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), and of Jose Francisco Ruiz Massieu, PRI secretary
general. He suggested the political violence that rocked the country during 1994 was a reaction to
economic and political changes. "Many constraints and inequities remain which must be corrected
before we can become the democratic, modern nation we aspire to be," Salinas said.

Criticism from the left
Despite the generally optimistic tone of the address, the speech was frequently interrupted
by legislators from the opposition Democratic Revolution Party (PRD), who claimed the Aug.
21 presidential, legislative, and Chiapas state gubernatorial elections were tainted by massive
irregularities and fraud.
There were also frequent criticisms of Salinas's economic policies, which PRD members claimed
failed to adequately address the massive poverty in Mexico while allowing a few elite business
owners to increase their wealth. To make their point, PRD legislators displayed signs saying "24
new wealthy individuals, 50 million poor," in reference to an increase in the number of Mexicans
included in Forbes magazine's list of the world's richest men. PRD members also marched in
downtown Mexico City, bearing 300 cardboard coffins which they said represented 300 members of
the party killed in political violence over the past six years.
Conversely, Salinas's speech drew strong praise from the business community and members of the
PRI. "We have a very solid macroeconomic base, which is what is going to produce real wealth for
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the economy, produce jobs, and allow a recovery in purchasing power," said Luis German Carcoba,
president of the Business Coordinating Council (Consejo Coordinador Empresarial, CCE). "There
is no other way to promote the growth we need." Similarly, Veracruz Governor Patricio Chirinos
praised Salinas not only for listing accomplishments but for placing a strong emphasis on the tasks
still needed to improve Mexico's economic and political situation.

Presidency 'lacking'
Beyond the partisan praise and criticism, other independent political and economic analysts
suggested that the Salinas presidency was lacking in several ways. For example, in a scathing
editorial, El Financiero International weekly business newspaper suggested that Salinas will leave a
very difficult political situation to his successor, president- elect Ernesto Zedillo, who is scheduled to
take office on Dec. 1, 1994.
"For many, the outgoing head of state will leave president-elect Zedillo with an even more difficult
situation than the one Salinas faced when he took office amid considerable economic and political
turmoil," said a piece written by the editorial staff of El Financiero International weekly business
newspaper. "A peaceful solution to the Chiapas situation is nowhere in sight, and it is unlikely that
the outgoing administration will achieve any significant breakthroughs."
In addition, the editorial cited a negative balance sheet in the economic arena as well. Among other
things, the editorial pointed out that the trade deficit has reached unprecedented levels, domestic
savings remain inadequate to finance needed development, and foreign reserves have fallen
30% for the first time since 1987. Similarly, in a column published in El Financiero daily business
newspaper on Oct. 31, economist Carlos Ramirez suggested that the uprising in Chiapas and the
assassinations of Colosio and Ruiz Massieu are symptoms of the administration's failure to resolve
a deeper problem in Mexico. "The general crisis we experienced during 1994 clearly demonstrated
the shortcomings of a neoliberal economic model that was based solely on macroeconomic goals,"
Ramirez said.
Respected columnist Sergio Sarmiento of the Mexico City daily newspaper Reforma offered a
similar criticism of Salinas's presidency. According to Sarmiento, the outgoing president managed
to convince both Mexican constituents and foreigners about the benefit of the structural adjustments
to the Mexican economy. "Nevertheless, the [Salinas] regime is perceived both here and overseas as
a technocratic administration more interested in improving the country's macroeconomic statistics
than it is about raising the standard of living of the general population," Sarmiento said.
On the other hand, Sarmiento suggested that even though conditions have not improved markedly
for those at the bottom of the economic ladder, there was little evidence to indicate that their
condition would have been any different had Salinas not embarked on his economic reforms.

-- End --
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